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Abstract
Many of our programs and ministries for our children, youth and young adults have a
complete disregard for their developmental stages. In order for our children to develop an
intrinsic and lasting faith our ministries have to fit their developmental stage. The incarnational
ministry model of Jesus provides us with a theological basis to make our children, youth and
young adults ministries fit. Having a complete disregard for their developmental stages and
expecting them to be mini-adults prevents our children from coming to Jesus. This paper
provides a brief overview of each stage, the implications for ministry to people in that stage,
and some examples used in the Netherlands Union Conference.
Youth ministry is one of the most
challenging ministries in the Adventist church.
Traditionally the youth department deals with
children as young as three up to the official
youth age of 35. The first two decades are
characterized by enormous physical,
emotional and mental changes. Furthermore,
the first decade is crucial for the development
of healthy habits, a well-rounded character
and worthwhile relationships. Understanding
basic developmental expectations equips
youth leaders to be more effective in ministry
by applying their understanding to the young
people in a given stage.
Instead of a creating a development
model in place of other youth ministry
models, it could prove more helpful to
describe developmental characteristics and

apply those to existing models of youth
ministry. When it comes to matters of faith,
the supernatural and the natural connect. We
are limited by our senses to observe and
experience any spiritual matter. “All that I
know now is partial and incomplete, but then
I will know everything completely, just as God
knows me completely” (1 Corinthians 13:
12b). Our knowledge has and will always be
limited, yet God has always been able to
communicate to us. God challenges us to
reach higher, but this is done within a
human’s capability. But what is a person
capable of at any given stage of
development?
Forcing a spiritual experience or spiritual
knowledge that is incompatible within a
cultural or developmental phase could distort
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spiritual development or simply miss the
mark. Because of the large number of
developmental stages in most youth
ministries, attention must be given to carefully
craft our ministries to match the development
phase of the groups we serve. The
incarnational ministry of Jesus shows that
God descends to our “level” to minister to us.
He adapted his message of hope to our level
of understanding, development and
knowledge. Paul used this fundamental
characteristic of Jesus’ ministry to underpin
his own ministry: “Yes I try to find common
ground with everyone, doing everything I can
to save some” (1 Corinthians 9:22b).
Matthew, Mark and Luke record the
incident in which Jesus rebuked his disciples
for stopping the children from approaching
Him. Christ’s incarnation includes God
reaching children. Using the very words of
Jesus, “Let the children come to me. Don’t
stop them! For the Kingdom of God belongs to
those who are like these children” (Luke
18:16). In Christ’s day, and in many places
today, adults are the ones who matter; not
children. But Jesus turned the social
expectation upside down by placing children
as the model of trust before all others. Jesus
accepts children for who they are. Jesus did
not view children as miniature adults or
expect them to behave as adults. He accepted
and honored them as children and even
identified kingdom qualities they exhibited.
Children can have a spiritual experience, but
an experience that fits their developmental
stage. Effective children, youth and young
adult ministries accept children for who they
are, at their developmental level, with the
limitations and advantages that are part and
parcel of childhood, puberty, adolescence and
adulthood.
Going through the different ages I would
like to show a brief overview for each agegroup, implications for ministry to that stage,
and then list a few examples of ministries that
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we use in the Netherlands Union. Similar
examples are being used or could be used in
other areas of the world.

Childhood (3-6 years)
Overview: The characteristic of this phase
is “fantasy.” The child uses fantasy to fill up
the gaps to understand reality. Experiencing
so many different impressions, a child does
not have the capacity to explain these
impressions or phenomena. Fantasy and
intuition fill the gaps. The child uses one’s
fantasy world to express and to understand
everything encountered. Stories, fairy tales
and strong imagery are common avenues for
the child to deal with experiences. Language
develops rapidly and children tend to copy
their parents or other authority figures in
everything. Behavior solidifies by enacting
different situations with friends or alone.
Children slowly achieve some autonomy from
their parents and should be encouraged to do
more tasks on their own, but with intense
guidance of parents or teachers. Children
learn the difference between acceptable and
unacceptable behavior at this stage through
positive reinforcement and not so much
through punishment.
Implications: Any form of children’s
ministry should tap into the child’s fantasy
world. A story from the Bible with strong
positive imagery can be used as a framework.
Extra-biblical characters who experience
different biblical stories can serve as
adaptations of stories which were originally
written for adults. Acceptable or desired
behavior can be linked to characters in the
story, encouraging children to copy that
behavior. Do not expect the child to
understand the logic or rational for the
behavior. The part of the brain which deals
with logic does not fully develop until the age
of eight. At this earlier stage, children could be
taught to pray, which includes the behavior of
prayer even though the understanding of
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prayer might be limited. Ministry at this stage
should also focus on teaching children the
behavioral side of faith; teaching them how to
sing, how to be friendly, how to help each
other, how to pray, etc. Encourage an
extensive use of their fantasy world. Do not
expect a child to plan ahead since time
durations might be difficult to differentiate.
Promises of future programs, retreats or other
special occasions should be kept within a
week or two.

Examples: Kids in Discipleship, Beaver
program (Adventist Scouting Program).

Preadolescence (6-11 years)

the logic of certain behaviors: why we should
pray, why we should sing, why we should be
good to friends, etc. Faith still develops in a
one-dimensional manner. Not surprisingly, the
true depth of faith cannot be experienced at
this phase. But faith certainly exists and
grows at this time. Parents still have a large
influence on the development and behavior of
their children at this time. This is the stage
where parents can form their children’s faith.
Therefore equipping parents in faith
development should be included in ministry to
preadolescents.

Examples: Gideon’s Gang, Cup-scouts
(Adventist Scouting Program).

Overview: Brain development at this stage
allows children to develop some logic.
Stories, fantasies and fairy tales are still the
main mode of channeling everyday
experiences, however these get a more logical
content and become more coherent. Fantasy
gives way to concrete experiences. Symbols
as extensions of stories are of great value but
only one-dimensional; e.g. a symbol can
have only one meaning and that meaning
might get memorized. Children at this stage
find safety in small numbers or small groups
and view the world as a logical state of action
and reaction. The concept of right and wrong,
which started to develop at the beginning of
this stage, comes to flourish by the end of it.
Previously taught behavior slowly gets
connected to rational thought and
understanding. The endless desire for
movement also characterizes this stage,
which means it’s very difficult to just sit still.

Overview: The safety that was found in the
small group in the previous stage becomes
crucial during this phase. Puberty is a time
where everything changes—physically,
emotionally and mentally. In this world of
change a teenager is looking for stability and
often finds this in a group of friends. A teen
might feel that belonging to such a group is
crucial in order to survive all the changes in
life. One’s personal identity is not clear until
puberty has ended or even later. Because of
this ambiguous individual identity, the group
identity becomes the anchor point in a
teenager’s life. A youth or teen group can
become one of these anchor points where
faith and fellowship can be binding forces in
the group. Parents will lose their influence on
the behavior of their children as the influence
of the group increases.

Implications: As stories remain important
to establish a framework for your ministry, the
stories can become more realistic and logical.
Search for symbols within the stories. These
can be used to establish a small group or
encourages certain behavior or group
involvement. Since symbols at this stage can
have only one meaning, their meaning should
remain constant. Encourage children to see

Implications: The youth or teen program
should be focused on establishing positive
peer groups. Provide these groups with a
clear identity, initiation rites and group
behavior. The initiation rites should be
transparent and open for parents’ observation
in order to prevent excesses. Baptism at this
stage is seen as an initiation rite and often
done collectively. Identity confirming group

Puberty (11-14 years)
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activities should be initiated. At this stage
teens do not question their group’s identity or
faith. Questioning these things will only take
away the stability they seek. This is the final
stage whereby a ministry can establish a
collective faith identity. At this point faith takes
place in a group more than in a person. It is
extrinsic rather than intrinsic.

Examples: Teen camps with competition
elements, Survival programs, Team building
events.

Examples: Mission programs (exposure
to different cultures), interdenominational
exchange programs, Church of Refuge, Faith
Challenge Programs (Dutch initiative)

Adolescence (15-18 years)

Young Adulthood (18-25 years)

Overview: The group identity becomes
stronger during this stage; however, the role of
the group changes. Due to the development of
abstract thinking towards the end of this
stage, youth start to reflect upon and question
the group’s faith. This marks the budding of
personal faith by slowly establishing one’s
own identity through testing, feedback and
questioning. Relationships tend to have these
characteristics, too. During the previous stage
the group would consist of the same sex.
Now the group awkwardly forges into coed
experiences. By probing the group’s identity,
young people try to establish their own
standards and values. Parental influence
might seem non-existent. As a result, parents
might feel that their children do not have any
standards or values. This is largely because
parental standards and values are stable in
contrast to their children’s standards. At the
same time, the ability to start thinking in
abstract ways means youth are also able to
manage long-term goals and projects.

Overview: Brain maturation continues
through young adulthood. The physical,
emotional and mental developments make
intrinsic faith not only possible, but preferable.
At this age young people can have full
independence from their parents. Many will
leave home because of their studies, find a
partner, and move into another realm by
starting their own family. Patterns, behaviors,
standards and values obtained in the previous
stages will now be solidified and eventually
transferred to a new generation. The personal
responsibility and accountability is expected.
The identity of the person is no longer formed
by the group. This can create tension between
the self (identity) and the larger group
(paradigm). Symbols, readily accepted in the
previous stages, can be demythologized or
transformed to mean something new. As a
result, symbols become shallow images of
immaturity or else powerful new markers for
meaning. For example, the rite of baptism
might be relegated to an earlier stage and
therefore inadequate for one’s current
spirituality. On the other hand, a decision to
be baptized (or re-baptized) at this stage can
create a new meaning beyond that of
adolescence if the symbol takes on a broader
meaning.

Implications: A youth program at this
stage should encourage group identity. But as
the young people age, it should also
encourage discussions about the group’s
faith, standards and values. Plan and foster
programs that encourage personal reflection,
testing and feedback. Being a youth leader
includes placing one’s self in the position of a
role model. Space should be given in the
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program for youth to experiment with
standards and values so they can establish
their own. As the youth mature, exposure to
different groups identities (i.e. other
denominations) can help to stimulate an
intrinsic faith. Group projects should be
developed to encourage group independence.

Implications: Programs which encourage
discussion and reflection upon an intrinsic
faith should be created at this stage.
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Encourage programs that help young adults
establish and blend standards and values in
marriage. Additional insights will be needed to
transfer these when children are added to the
family. Church services and group gatherings
should include meaningful, spiritual symbols
and acts. Despite the demythologization of
religious symbols, we should try to maintain
the power of these same symbols. The
original meaning of symbols might change,
however the inherent power should be held
dear.

Examples: Discussion and debate
programs. Symposia and conferences. Taizé
meetings.

Summary
In order to do justice to our children and
youth in our church, leaders need to
understand developmental stages of young
people. This equips leaders to be proactive
rather than reactive, which enables them to
guide young people towards an intrinsic and
autonomous faith. Youth ministry needs input
regarding developmental stages and their
implication for ministry. When we expect
children and youth to be or behave differently
from their development stage, we risk
stopping them from coming to Jesus. Christ’s
rebuke to his disciples could be applied to us
today. Instead, let’s give our children, youth
and young adults the place in church they
deserve.
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